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about any of the games advertised or 
written about in this issue, simply use 
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cated below for all the items you are 
interested in and send it to us today! 
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CONVENTION 


JULY 31 - AUGUST 2 


CALENDAR 

SEPTEMBER 12 


Studio of Bridge and Games 


Ti meets n 
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124-11 Blossom Hill Rd. 


Tim Riley 


Schenectady, NY 1 2309 


San Jose, CA 95123 


308 W. Church St. 




Urbana.OH 43078 
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AUGUST 6 9 


Con tact- 5 


San Diego Comic Con 


OCTOBER 2 - 4 


River City Science Fiction Assoc* 


PO Box 17066 


Dragon Con ’87 


TO Box 3894 


San Diego, C A 92117 


PO Box 148 


Evansville, IN 47737 


AUGUST 20-23 


ClarksUm, GA 30021 


OCTOBER 30 NOVEMBER 1 


GenCan 


OCTOBER 3 4 


Fan Fair 


SR, Inc. 


Toledo Gaming Convention 


Diverse Talents, Inc* 


PO Box 756 


Mind Games 
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Lake Geneva, WJ #0*14? 


3001 N. Reynolds Rd. 


Long Beach, CA 90808 
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Toledo, OH 43615 


NOVEMBER 13 IS 


CecTusCon IN ASPIC 1987) OCTOBER 3 ■ 4 


Earthcon VII 


PO Box 27201 


Autumn Campaign® 


PO Bo® 5641 




The Rust Scabbard Hobby Shop 


Cleveland, OH 44101 


SEPTEMBER 4 7 


J88 Woodland Ave. 


NOVEMBER 27 - 29 


Gateway 


Lexington, N Y 40502 


Diverse Talents, Inc, 


Dragonmeet Baltimore 


PO Box 8399 


OCTOBERS - 11 


Games Workshop 


Long Beach, C A 90808 


Council of Five Nations 


23 1 Park Ave* 




Baltimore, MD 21201 



This month Vm not writing an 
editor iai Pm letting someone else do 
it. No, not Mikey. This article is a 
comparison of three books dealing 
with gamers . Not all of them are 
sympathetic treatments. IPs a 
chance for gamers to see themselves 
as others do. It helps explain why we 
scare people. See you next month, 
when I give tips on how to fill out an 
ineligible Origins awards ballot. 

There have been several studies 
of role-playing games, most of them 
missing what players regard as the 
most important points* Here! I shall 
compare three such studies: one by 
a sociologist, one by a player, and 
one by a pair of Biblical 

Shared Fantasy' role-playing 
games as social worlds by Gary 
Alan Bine, Chicago, University 
of Chicago Press { , 1983, 283 
pages. 

Through dungeons deep: a 
fantasy gamers* handbook, by 
Robert Plamondon, Heston, VA. 
Heston Publishing Company, Inc., 
1982. 323 pages. 

Playing with Fire . by John and 
James Bjornstad. Chicago, Moody 
Press, 1984. 91 pages. "Moody 
Press , a ministry of the Moody Bible 
Institute " 

Each book has, of course, its 
strengths and weaknesses as a 
book* Fine, for instance, has written 
a semi-popular work but demands 
too much of a lay audience; after 
five chapters in English, he shifts 
without warning to jargon in the 
sixth, then drops back toward (not 
quite to) English in the seventh and 
eighth* Plamondon, as might be 
expected, has the best grasp of 
playing; he manages for the most 
part to keep players’ jargon out of it, 
Weldon and Bjornstad, though 
frequently irrational and always 
presuming the accused guilty until 
proven innocent, are honest and 
consistent: they say up front that 
they believe in demons, and in 
magic that works; they see when, 
for instance, their objection to role- 
playing would apply to drama, and 



they acknowledge it. Unlike most 
anti-fantasy, role playing, they 
know that Dungeons and Dragons 
and Hunequest are registered 
trademarks, and that the generic 
term is fantasy, role playing. 

Obviously, such diverse 
viewers will have such widely 
differing conclusions on the matter 
as to fill a book as large as any of 
them. What startled me on 
comparing them is that they all 
miss or nearly miss the same three 
basic points, which 1 would have 
thought from the start. None of 
them brings out 1 * the literary 
nature of the game, 2, the 
variegated nature of the gaming 
community , or 3. the difference 
between the game and a game 
system, 

A LITERARY GAME 

For some reason, that word 
"fantasy” throws everyone for a 
loop who tries to talk about Fantasy 
Role-Playing* English words, after 
all, usually have more than one 
definition, and "fantasy” is no 
exception. One would think that 



anyone seeing that Role-Playing 
Games come in three main flavors, 
and that those flavors are fantasy, 
science fiction, and historical, 
would think to ask whether 
"fantasy" is used in its psychiatric 
or its literary sense* Still more, one 
might expect someone who has 
studied gamemastersat work to 
notice the similarity in technique to 
the making of fiction* But no one 
looking from the outside ever seems' 
to notice this, and even the work in 
this trio that is by a player fails to 
emphasize it: the point of RPG is to 
collaborate in a write-as-you-go 
adventure story. 

Fine, though his sample gaming 
circle did play occasional science 
fiction RPG, let the word "fantasy" 
lead him to think in terms of 
psychiatric "fantasy": 
daydreaming, wish-fulfillment, and 
so on. "After all, in fantasy 
anything is, by definition, possible* 
This means that forces that 
constrain persons to remain within 
their roles are less evident in 
fantasy games then they are in 
more mundane spheres of reality; 

1 le then gets himself into 
compl icated explanations of why 
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anything and everything does not 
go in FRP, without ever seeing the 
simple reason; FRP is a literary 
game, and literary constraints 
apply. The "fantasy' 1 of Fantasy 
Role-Playing refers to the literary 
genre from which it takes most of 
its inspiration, not to a piece of 
psychojargon, 

Ptamondon either hasn’t 
noticed the literary side or takes it 
for granted. Whatever the case 
doesn't spell it out. Nor does he 
refer to it; in explaining why FRP 
pantheons are not blasphemy 
or irreverence, he never mentions 
irreverence, he never mentions the 
multiple pantheons of pulp fantasy 
and its descendenls, nor does he 
utilize action of fiction in 
explaining why a rule that slows 
the action needs plenty of 
justification, 

Weldon and Bjorns tad are much 
the farthest from understanding 
the literary nature of any game. 
They are a fair example of what C 
S, Lewis described in his 
Experiment in Criticism as 
Vigilanls. "They admit no such 
realm of experience as the 
aesthetic. There is for them no 
specifically literary good.” Me 
describes "a confusion between life 
and art, even a failure to allow for 
the existence of art at all.” To 
Weldon and Bjorstad, everything 
"teaches” its postulates; 
everything, including a game, has a 
"theology”. FRP universes are 
generally polytheistic, therefore 
FRP must be teaching polytheism; 
FRP has to give the Bad Guys a 
fighting chance if the game is to be 
interesting, therefore FRP must be 
teaching amorality; et cetera. One 
strongly suspects that neither of 
them has ever read heroic fantasy, 
with its uninhibited proliferation of 
pantheons; surely they have never 
gone to a book or a game with the 
urge to vacation in another skin. As 
Lewis explicitly states, "The mark 
of strictly literary reading;... is that 
we need not believe or approve of 
logos, ... We want to see with other 
eyes, to imagine with other imagin- 
ations, to feel with other hearts, as 
well as with our own.” All this is 



lost on Weldon and Bjornstad; they 
do not want to see with other eyes, 
and they cannot comprehend the 
desire in others. 

Especially; they cannot 
comprehend how anyone can 
vacation in somebody else's head 
and return happily to one's own, nor 
how anyone can set out invitations 
for such a visit and happily wave 
good-by at the end of it; to them, 
any visit must be a first step in a 
permanent move, and any 
invitation made be aimed toward 
this, "Since the player and the 
character are one in thought and 
decision, to say that something was 
not really the player's (thoughts of 
seduction, stealing, or killing) but 
those of the character is superbly 
ridiculous. There is only one person 
involved, and he is both the player 
and the character. Therefore, it has 
to be the player's thoughts and 
decisions.” Clearly, they know 
nothing about method acting, role- 
playing, or the writing of believable 
fiction 



A VARIAGATEI) 
COMMUNITY 

The heterogeneity of the FRP hobby 
is well represented in the Apa 
Affair, a controversy mentioned by 
Fine and clearly in the background 
of Plamondon's work, but studied 
by neither. Briefly, one of the 
Gygax ian tantrums- in- print was 
against the amateur press associa- 
tions (apa) which he called 
"beneath contempt” and "the lowest 
form of vanity press”; he later 
claimed that he was trying to get 
"squared away”. Fine quoted 
his original diatribe and a random 
sample answer in his text, the later 
claim in an endnote. Plamondon did 
not refer specifically to the mater, 
but in discussing apas he slates 
that they are not a vanity press. 
Neither Fine nor Plamandon brings 
out two simple facts: 1. an idea in 
Alarums and Excursions can 
literally reach the entire English 
speaking world without asking 
leave of E. Gary Gygax; and 2, 
Gygax constantly sets himself up as 
the Revealed Master of FRP. In a 



variegated community like FRP 
gaming, there can be no such 
master. 

Far too often, Fine speaks as if 
the gaming circle he studied (a 
group in Minneapolis/St Paul) is a 
representative oT the entire hobby; 
the typical gamer is thus and such, 
gamers permit thus and do things 
thus, and so forth. In fact, Fine's 
description sounds like what might 
be called the "boys club” type of 
circle, when a clique of post- 
pubescent boys get into FRP 
together, the attitudes of the clique 
are unlikely to be left behind. This 
is about what to expect of boys in 
their late teens and early twenties, 
but it is not representative of RPG 
gaming circles Most circles are 
nowhere near so homogeneous, 
either in age or gender. 

At the time of reading, I 
assumed that this was a case of 
professional shorthand. Fine 
expecting his colleagues to read 
"the sample of gamers 1 described 
here” whenever they run across the 
shorter phrase. As such, it would be 
a definite flaw in a popular 
treatment; even in a semi-popular 
work, the lay population of the 
audience should have been 
introduced to the shorthand the 
first time it was used. It turns out 
that l have maybe been loo gentle, 

Plamondon appears to take the 
variegated nature of his community 
for granted. A little reflection on his 
work makes it fairly clear, but he 
does not spell it out. Sections like 
his discussion of changing the rules 
to suit one's circumstances clearly 
indicate a heterogeneous hobby, but 
always by inference. This is 
perhaps surprising, since his 
passage on why FRP is not 
blasphemy shows he is well aware 
of the rabid attacks on FRp, and a 
favored approach of such a smear is 
to find some antisocial group (the 
one Fine studied would do, in a 
pinch) and present i t as 
representative of the entire 
community. 

Weldon and Bjornstad, in fact, 
use just such tactics. " As one college 
player admits: 'In D&D it's better to 
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be evil. You gel more advantages/" 
("Quoted in Katherine Williams, 
'Dungeons and Dragons’, 
Cornerstone 9, no. 52: 14.”) Not a 
game designer, a magazine editor, 
or anyone who might be regarded as 
a spokesman or a long-time 
observer of the hobby, but a single 
player held up as an example of the 
entire community. Some referees do 
encourage their players to attack 
without provocation or to hackstab 
each other; they are not admired in 
the hobby. Weldon and Bjornstad 
may well have seen a group or 
groups in which "brute strength 
and cunning are exalted," but a 
larger proportion reward group 
solidarity and common sense 

Predictably, they gel into "when 
a player lakes his fantasy role too 
seriousely," Here they offer a large 
sample. Two people instead of one, 
relating how they react when a 
character dies. And this anecdotal, 
"evidence" drifts in a nameless, 
dateless, placeless limbo of 



monolithic stereotypes, isolated 
from the real, complex and 
humanly confusing and 
inconsistant world of people at play. 



GAME AND SYSTEM 

This distinction seems at first 
sight miniscule and probably 
insignificant. To show how it can 
become significant, Pm going to 
reverse the alphabet this time; but 
first, what am 1 talking about? 

Game and game systems are 
perhaps most closely paralleled by 
the commercial patterns bought by 
home dressmakers. What you buy is 
a set of pattern flimsies in a sturdy 
envelope; with its aid, you make a 
tunic or robe or whatever, and this 
is what you wear. You don't wear 
the pattern. In addiLion, there are 
usually two or three different 
versions of each basic garment, and 
you make whichever one you want 
by using different pieces of the set: 



for View A, cut the hem on this line, 
and on this other line for View B; 
the sleeve pieces go to View C, and 
so forth. Of course an experienced 
tailor or seamstress can alter the 
pattern at every point, but 
beginners are better advised to 
stick to the instructions. 

Similarly, what a role-player 
buys is a game system, a set of 
how- tns for making a game 
with this system, you make 
a game, and you and your friends 
play that game. You do not play the 
game system, the printed pamphlet 
or the guidelines. There are often 
alternative methods for doing 
things in the commercial product, 
only one of which is used in any 
given game. One at most, I should 
say, for experienced gamers after 
the game system at will, 
substituting a method for doing 
XXX that they dreamed up 
themselves, or heard about from a 
friend of a friend. 

Thus, when Weldon and 



FROM THE FAR REACHES OF INTERSTEL SPACE . . . 



both from the designers of STAR FLEET i 



It's the stuff of a NASTY surprise - - 

. . . undetected hostile starships glide past the 
Alliance's planetary protection barriers . . . 

. . . the 'sweet smell' of Alliance defeat permeates the 
craft and reaches your fight-hungry savage crew. . . 



STAR FLEET II- 



by Trevor C. Sorensen 

'Krellan Commander' is here. . . 

In command of a deadly Krellan battlecruiser, your mission is to 
explore the star systems of the United Galactic Alliance, looking for 
planets to conquer, and Alliance warships to destroy If the natives 
become too uncooperative, use your obliterator pods to demolish 
therr planet On board your ships you have detachments of the 
feared Krellan shock troops, which can be used to board and capture 
enemy ships At higher ranks you can command dozens of warships 
and a million combat-hardened warriors to bring the Alliance to its 
knees Let yourself go — have fun' Capture and pillage planets, wipe 

out civilizations witn a single 
command, boost you crew’s 
morale by bringing aboard 
passengers from that captured 
starliner (remember, it's only a 
simulation') 

Available Summer ' 87 for IBM PC & 
Compatibles and Commodore 6 4/128 
both $55.00 





Also from the STAR FLEET UNIVERSE of games ! 

Encounter EMPIRE! 

'Wargame of the Century' 

by Waller Bright 

Make your game one of planetary 
adventure, discovery and military 
conquest! 

EMPIRE is a real strategy game m 

which you can experience the 
danger and drama of planetary 
land, air. and sea combat Apply 
your skill as an Alliance task force 
leader to command armies, 
fighters, submarines, destroyers, 
air-earners, and more to conquer 
and unite the planet Choose 
one to three players -computer 
opponents use artificial intelli- 
gence You never know what 
they're up to 1 Capture the 
realistic experience of EMPIRE? 

Available Summer ‘87 for IBM PC 
& Compatibles $49. 95 1 Atari ST 
and Amiga, $55.00 
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Distributed by 



corporation 



To Order Visit your retailer or call 800'145-4M5 (m Ca call 800*561-1 1 \J) for VISA or MasterCard orders Or send check or 
money order to Electronic Arts, P Q Boa 7530. San Mateo, CA 94403 Add S5 for Vh Allow 2 A weeks for delivery 
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Bjornstad say "there appear to be 
no absolutes and virtually no 
boundaries”, they are confusing 
game and system. The system has 
guidelines; the games that players 
make with the system have rules. 

Weldon and Bjornstad are quite 
wrong in saying, "There are no 
moral absolutes, nor are there any 
moral conclusions/ 1 What they 
mean is that each game maker is 
free to incorporate one’s own moral 
conclusions, unconstrained by the 
moral views oflhe game system 
designer, into one's own gameJf the 
referee has been hassled by bigots, 
look out for bigoted villians; if the 
referee likes animals, expect to 
encounter lots of them, and lay off 
unless provoked, or you’ll pick up 
some very bad Karma. Moral view 
is but one part of the total 
worldview with which each referee 
infuses one's game world; Middle 
Ages or far future, Norse or 
Oriental, shamanlc or grimoires- 
the game world, like the world of a 
science fiction or fantasy story, is 
created by the referee, not the game 
system designer. 

Oddly, Weldon and Bjorstad 
come close without seeming ever to 
notice. "Much oflhe moral makeup 
of FRF games is dependent upon 
the nature of lhe particular game 
and the moral world view of the 
inventor.” In their view, the inven 
tor is not the referee, but the game 
designer. 

Plamondon seems to know this 
all too well to be conscious of it any 
more. His discussion on good and 
bad rules, and how the referee can 
improve the rules and adapt them, 
is based on an unstated distinction 
between game and game system. 
Unstated it remains, however; so 
taken for granted that he never 
explains it. 

Fine’s discussion of "cheating” 
and of negotiations among players 
and between players and referee, is 
hopelessly complicated for lack of 
this distinction. The guidelines in 
the commercial rul ebooks are not 
the rules of the game as played 
until and unless the referee 



incorporates them; if the referee 
changes them, or leaves them out, 
as Plamondon suggests, that is not 
cheating, but one of the many 
decisions involved in drawing up a 
set of rules for a game. Consider as 
a parallel a soccer/basketball 
mixture known as "speedbali”; 
whoever dreamed it up look some 
rules from each parent game, 
rejected others, and invented brand 
new ones to cover things like the 
transfer from foot dribbling to hand 
dribbling that never occurs in 
either parent game. IPs no 
substitute for soccer or for basket- 
ball, but neither is it soccer with 
cheating; it’s a different game. 

Similarly, negotiations are not 
for getting around the rules but for 
adapting them to improve the 
game. It helps, of course, if both 
sides agree on what they want from 
the game; if one side wants loot- 
and -experience while the other 
wants gladilorial games, the 
outcome is likely to be pleasing to 
neither. When both sides 
collaborate in the writing of a 
fiction narrative, both should profit 
from regular over-haul of the rules, 

IPs not quite fair to say that 
Plamondon misses these three 
points. Rather, be is unconscious of 
them; they are part of the unstated 
background. I must rate it a minor 
Haw in Through Dungeons Deep 
that they are never explicitly 
brought forward and introduced 

With Fine, one must remember 
that his is a first study. He cannot 
be expected to know how 
representative or a horrent his 
specimen is, until he or his 
colleagues have sampled more of 
the population. Common experience 
would suggest that since the first 
sample is Midwestern, the next 
samples come from either coast; and 
that since the sub-culture has a 
fairly sophisticated communica- 
tions network, it can be bath a 
subject of study and a tool. 

It would be simple, and in some 
ways satisfying, to dismiss Weldon 
and Bjornstad as a couple of Bible- 
thumping jack asses When people 



talk about acidentally contacting 
real demons or stumbling on real, 
working, magical spells, and 
conceed that FRP is "not as sinister 
as the Ouija board, which is 
actually designed for spiritistic 
contact” IPs hard for rational people 
to take them seriously. But it’s not 
just role-players who’ve been rudely 
wakened to the fact that Bible- 
thumpers can be serious enemies. 

No one dares dismiss them 
nowadays. 

So, taking them seriously: \ 
Their tangential discussion of 
acting suggests that they miss not 
only the literary nature of role- 
playing games, but literary nature 
period. They are Lewis’ Vigilanls to 
the life, damning literary game 
players "as if they were doing, 
essentially, what used to be 
expected of theologians and 
philosophers, and the qualities 
which belong to their works as 
inventions and as designs are 
neglected ... regard the actual play 
as primarily a vehicle for that 
philosophy.” Lewis rightly calls this 
"an outrage to the thing the poet 
has made for us.” 

On their failure to allow for the 
variegated community, ! think I 
may here relax the tight focus I 
have kept on the matter at hand, 
and admit to general knowledge of 
current events. People who never 
allow differences wi thin their own 
communities usually paint 
everyone else as equally intolerant; 
their picture of the opposition is a 
monolith opposed to their own 
monolith, never a variegated 
community getting along in mutual 
toleration. The assumption that 
what any given player they happen 
to interview says is going to be 
some sort of official party fine is not 
only bad statistical sampling but 
blatant pre-judgement. 

With such an attitude, they can 
hardly be expected to see how 
gamers use the game system. Such 
free play of invention is not only 
foreign to them; it seems to be a 
frequency they can’t receive. 

Lee Burwasser 



